And then there comes a side to Sir Basil which he kept dark and deserves a bright light shone on it -his capacity as a writer -not only of tactful letters -for he once wrote in a thing called "Augury" an account of Alfred Williams which is, I think, one of the most perfect pieces of English prose that I recollect -a most touching description of a poor man who wanted to become a writer, and who starved in order to do so, and who was a good writer and died in poverty for the sake of being a writer. That is a true bookseller and publisher for you -a man who can appreciate the sacrifice of a man like Alfred Williams. And more lately he has written an account of May Morris, William Morris's daughter, and her friend Miss Lobb, that tough nut, and of Kelmscott as he and I remember it.
One of the most moving examples of Basil's own writing describes the visit of a poor (and in fact dying) man, who cycled over from Swindon with a manuscript of Oriental tales in translation. The Story of Alfred Williams, and that of Edith Barfoot elsewhere, typifies the approach that Basil, and his father, took to "publishing":
" His philosophy of publishing was inspired by idealism, but it was also tempered with business shrewdness. Although, he argued, "the idea is of the first importance, it must be right and apt to the time." All these elements of his philosophy underpin the richness, quality, and variety of the Blackwell imprints. In his first Dent Memorial Lecture, in 1930, Basil Blackwell attempted to define the labyrinthine "art" of publishing. "The publisher," he outlined, "peculiarly needs to be equipped with the qualities of idealism and shrewdness. He must recognise literary merit -more, he must discover it -he must have a flair -he must anticipate by just the right narrow margin the changing tastes and interests of the reading public (and in that sense he must have something of the journalist about him) -he must lead while seeming to follow. One lobe of his brain must be devoted to literature, scholarship, and art; the other to adroit bargaining -bargaining with author or his agent, with printer, with paper-maker, with bookseller, with publicity agents, and not uncommonly, with other publishers." He expanded his thesis: "The publisher is open to criticism if he does not make and maintain personal contact with as many booksellers as possible; for booksellers are his points of contact with the public…Booksellers are always ready to give advice…and their advice is seldom wide of the mark; for they are tutored daily by the public we all seek to please." 3 But what of the unsung of the publishing world -the authors whose manuscripts are rejected? What art form did Sir Basil advocate for dealing with this most painful of duties? As in most things, Basil Blackwell was never at a loss for words or ideas. When a refusal, not "rejection," was called for, he had as his model the obsequious formula of a Chinese firm, as reported years ago by a Hong Kong correspondent of the Central news: "We read your manuscript with boundless delight. By the sacred ashes of our ancestors, we swear that we have never dipped into a book of such overwhelming mastery. If we were to publish this book it would be impossible in the future to issue any book of a lower standard. As it is unthinkable that within the next 10,000 years we shall find its equal, we are, to our great regret, compelled to return this divine work, and beg you a thousand times to forgive our action." No doubt in practice, Basil had his own inimitable way of letting people down lightly. For his part, Basil, too, had to adjust his sights. For just over a decade, he had indulged his love of publishing. But his publishing adventures were, to some extent, to be curtailed by the death of his father in 1924.
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Edith Barefoot
In 1956 Basil made the acquaintance of Edith Barfoot. Then in her sixties, she had been bed-ridden and in constant pain with rheumatoid arthritis since her teens. She told Basil how she had triumphed over her pain under the spiritual guidance of the Cowley Fathers. Encouraged, by one of their number,
